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When one talks of human settlem ents we see ' 
a rapid urbanisation of the w orld . In 1950 it was 
30 per cent urban, in 1975 40 per cent urban 
and it is antic ipated to be at least half urban by 
the year 2000. This, in fact, means 31/2 b illion 
people in the urban areas of the earth.
If these huge agglom erations occu r - fo r 
example, M exico C ity is expected to reach 30 
m illion by the year 2000 - what are the chances 
of provid ing su ffic ien t food, the necessary 
increase in energy, and su ffic ien t productive 
em ploym ent in the cities?
In order fo r people to move from  the 
countryside to the cities, a surp lus of food 
must be produced in the rural areas w hich can 
be used to feed the dependent urban 
populations. These surpluses may come from  
dom estic supplies or from  fore ign sources. 
From the firs t urban settlem ents several 
thousand years ago, un til the m iddle of th is 
century, cities were sustained largely, if not 
e n tire ly  by th e  fo o d  p ro d u c e d  in the  
surrounding countryside.
In the last quarter of a century more 
countries have become dependent on food 
im ports. The w orld  food pattern has altered 
p ro found ly in recent decades.
This year the USA and Canada w ill export an 
estimated 94 m illion  tons of grain. In 
consum ption terms, these Northern Am erican 
countries are exporting  enough grain to feed, 
at the ir respective consum ption levels, 560 
m illion Indians or 115 m illion Soviet people.
A generation ago, Western Europe, w hich 
was the most urbanised region o f the w orld 
was also the on ly im porting region. Now, Asia, 
Africa, Latin America, Western Europe, 
Eastern Europe (includ ing the Soviet U nion) 
are net grain im porters. A great am ount of the 
food im ported into these regions is to  feed the 
cities. So the rapid rate of urbanisation has 
exacerbated the food problem  and its m al­
d is tribu tion .
Today, not on ly are nearly all countries food 
im porters, but a grow ing num ber now im port 
over half the ir grain supplies. Am ong these are 
Japan, Belgium , Senegal, Libya, Saudi Arabia, 
Venezuela, Lebanon, Switzerland, A lgeria, 
Portugal, Costa Rica, Sri Lanka, South Korea 
and Egypt.
As rising im port needs th roughou tthe  world 
have come to exceed exportable surpluses, 
both the US and Canadian governm ents, in 
o rder to avoid po litica lly  unacceptable rises in
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dom estic food prices, have restricted access 
fo r some countries. Most recently, Soviet and 
Polish gra in buyers were excluded from  US 
grain m arkets late last year. The Canadian 
Wheat Board banned any new wheat sales 
from  m id -Ju ly  of 1975 until the harvest was 
completed.
A n tic ipa ting  fu tu re  d ifficu lty  in gain ing 
access to US food supplies, some industria l 
c o u n tr ie s  have n e g o tia te d  lo n g  te rm  
agreements w hich are intended to ensure 
access to North Am erican grain supplies. 
Japan, the Soviet U nion and Poland are 
among these.
A fter a quarter of a century of burdensom e 
food “surp luses” and keen com petition  among 
exporters fo r markets abroad, the em erging 
com petition  among im porters fo r assured 
access to supplies, represents an om inous 
reversal and a deepening food crisis.
Those countries rem aining im portan t 
exporters at a g lobal level can be counted on 
the fingers o f one hand. Australia is one.
If the trends of the past several years 
continue, the co llective im port needs of the 
100-plus im porting  countries w ill greatly 
exceed the  to ta l e x p o rta b le  s u p p lie s , 
particu la rly  when harvests are poor.
This creates a “ po litics of fo o d ” - a type of 
food d ip lom acy. The hostages in th is game are 
the cities of the w orld  w hich are sustained w ith 
im ported food. They are living lite ra lly  from  
"ship to m outh” as Lester Brown, of the US 
research organisation “ W orldw atch” , po in ts 
out.
Surely many countries w ould do well to 
consider w hether rapid urbanisation is in 
those coun tries ’ interests, considering the 
grow ing dependence on d is tan tfood  supplies. 
It was notew orthy at the Human Settlem ent 
Conference tha t there was a trem endous 
respect fo r the m agnificent perform ance o f the 
Chinese in feeding and clo th ing  its huge 
population, its se lf-help example, and of the 
socia list app lica tion  and enthusiasm of its 
people in th is regard.
Energy and Urban isat ion
U rbanisation and the availab ility o f energy 
are closely related. The emergence of the firs t 
cities appears to be closely associated w ith 
a g r ic u l t u r a l  b r e a k th ro u g h s  s u c h  as
harnessing of dra ft animals, the dom estication 
o f new  a g r ic u ltu ra l p la n ts , and  the  
developm ent of irriga tion  systems. This 
enabled humans to harness more energy fo r 
the ir own purposes .... to capture m ore solar 
energy on plants, o r in the case of draft 
animals, to convert o therw ise unusable 
roughage into a form  of energy that cou ld  be 
used to increase the food supply. Im portant 
though these new energy resources were, the 
agricu ltura l surpluses they made possible 
■f were never enough to support more than a 
small p roportion  of the popu la tion  liv ing away 
from the land. Indeed, as recently as 1800, only 
2.2 per cent o f the popu la tion  in Europe 
resided in cities of 100,000 or more.
The energy breakthrough, w hich perm itted 
much larger populations, even m ajorities, to 
be sustained in cities was the discovery of 
fossil fuels, in itia lly  coal and later o il. The 
harnessing of fossil fuels to generate steam fo r 
industria l power, gave birth to the industria l 
revolution, perm itted the concentra tion  of 
econom ic activ ity and ushered in a new era of 
urbanisation.
The large scale m igration of people from 
country to c ity  requires an abundance of 
energy. In an urban environm ent, additional 
energy is required to  satisfy food, fuel, 
housing and transport needs. Assum ing no 
change in consum ption levels, each person 
who moves from  the countrys ide  to the c ity 
raises w orld  energy requirements.
With food, urbanisation raises energy 
requirements on two fronts. As the urban 
population increases, relative to the rural food 
producing population, add itiona l energy is 
required in agricu ltu re  to generate th is 
requisite food surplus. A t the same time, more 
energy is needed to process the food and to 
transport it to  urban areas.
As more and more people move into the 
cities, each person rem aining in agricu ltu re  
must produce an ever larger surplus. This, in 
tu rn , re q u ire s  b road  s u b s t itu t io n  o f 
m e ch a n ica l e n e rg y  fo r  la b o r in  fo o d  
production.
It is custom ary to po in t w ith pride to the 
small percentage of the popu la tion  liv ing on 
the land in industria l nations such as the 
United States, where 5 per cent of the society 
living on the land provide food fo r the 
remainder. Nelson Rockefe ller was recently 
boasting about this, but as Professor David 
P im e te l i llu s tra te s , th is  leve l o f la b o r 
p roductiv ity  in agricu ltu re  requires vast
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am ounts of energy. He said “ If the current 4 
b illion  population were to  be fed at US 
c o n s u m p tio n  leve ls , u s in g  US e n e rg y  
intensive agricu ltu ra l p roduction  techniques, 
and if petroleum  were the on ly  source of 
energy, and if we used all petro leum  resources 
solely to feed the w orld popu la tion , the 415 
b illion  barrel reserve w ould last a mere 29 
years.”
U ntil recently, it was assumed th a tth e  world 
would move from  a fossil fuel era in to the 
nuclear age. A fter a quarte r o f a century the 
w orld is beginning to have second thoughts. 
Failure to devise any sa tisfactory techniques 
of waste-disposal, and the inevitable spread of 
nuclear weapons along w ith  nuclear power, 
are raising doubts in the m inds of increasing 
numbers of people in all countries, who are 
m ounting opposition to a nuclear “so lu tion ”
Besides the seem ingly inso lub le  waste 
disposal problem, the econom ics associated 
w ith  n u c le a r  p o w e r  a re  b e c o m in g  
questionable. In 1975, in the USA, there were 
25 tim es as many nuclear reactors cancelled or 
deferred as there were new orders placed. The 
nuclear industry is sick and it is far from  a 
foregone conclusion tha t the  w orld  w ill move 
from  the fossil fuel era to a nuclear one. There 
could be a grow ing reliance on solar energy.
If the world moves tow ards a solar age, it 
m eans am ong o th e r th in g s , th a t the  
population w ill need to be more broadly 
d istributed, fo r the s im ple reason that solar 
energy itself is broadly dispersed. The 
mechanisms fo r capturing  solar energy vary 
w idely. They include solar co llectors, which 
are used fo r bath heating and cooling; 
photovolta ics, which convert so la renergy into 
e lectrical energy (the fo rm  tha t powers 
COM SAT’s in ternationa l com m unications 
satellites) and ind irect form s o f solar energy 
such as wind, water and firew ood. All form s of 
bioconversion inc lud ing  firew ood are of 
course solar based. The great a ttraction of 
so lar energy is that the source is safe, sure 
v irtua lly  endless and rather w ide ly available. It 
is imperative that governm ents must be forced 
to  have m assive  a m o u n ts  o f fin a n c e  
channelled to solar research.
If the world goes solar, the optim um  size of 
human settlem ents,is like ly  to be far sm aller 
than it w ould otherw ise be. People and 
planners should be considering the prospect 
of numerous relatively sm aller com m unities, 
w idely d istributed fo r energy e ffic iency, rather
than the con tinu ing  massing of people in 
enorm ous cities.
EM PLO Y M E NT
The depth of the cris is of capita lism  can be 
shown by the International Labour O ffice ’s 
figures on the pro jection of em ploym ent by the 
year 2000.
It c la im s the industria lised countries w ill 
need to create 161 m illion additional jobs - an 
increase of 33 per cent. In the same period the 
Third  W orld co u n tr ie sm us ta tte m p tto c re a te a  
massive increase of 922 m illion new jobs - an 
increase of 50 per cent.
With an estimated 300 m illion people 
unem ployed now, there is every like lihood that 
1 b illion  could be unemployed by the tu rn  of 
the century. The m ajority o f these w ill be in 
Third W orld countries, on the fringes of g iant 
cities of 20-30 m illion  people each. Surely it is 
w ith these stark realities tha t there must be a 
genuinely new revolutionary approach to 
em ploym ent; that it should not be seen as an 
end in itself, but that its benefit to  socie ty is 
seen as f i r s t  and fo re m o s t, and the  
consequences of all labor undertaken are 
considered in the ligh t of the needs of society 
now, but even more im portantly fo r the needs 
of fu ture inhabitants of th is planet.
FINITE N ATURE OF THE WORLD
There are at least three reasons why 
urbanisation trends may not be able to 
continue as projected until the end of the 
c e n tu ry : one, the  in a b il ity  to  p ro d u ce  
su ffic ien tly  large food surpluses; two, the 
disappearance o f the cheap energy needed to 
underw rite the urbanisation process; and 
three, the near im possib ility  of creating 
enough jobs in urban settings under present 
social and po litica l systems.
!t is w ith these factors in mind tha t C hina ’s 
experience of the last 30 years should be 
drawn upon. W hile there has not been a 
spectacular increase in tota l food production, 
there has been great success in s topp ing the 
previous m al-d is tribu tion  o f food, and there 
has not been the on-rush to urban areas as has 
happened in nearly every other Th ird  W orld 
country.
In many Third  W orld countries it is not 
uncom m on fo r a country w ith 70 per cent of its 
people in rural areas to allocate on ly 20 per
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Illus tra tion : D ouble P lanetoid by M.C. Escher.
cent o f its pub lic sector investment to those 
same areas. Also the strong urban bias in 
p u b lic  in v e s tm e n t in so c ia l se rv ice s , 
particu la rly  health and education, fu rthe r 
enhances the attractiveness of the cities fo r 
those rural dwellers.
Professor M ichael Lipton, in his book, Why 
Poor People Stay Poor, points out that a child 
from  an Indian c ity  has 8.5 times the chance of 
go ing to un iversity than a s im ilar child  from  a 
rural area. A s im ilar s ituation exists in medical 
care in the c ities/ru ra l con flic t in most Th ird  
W orld countries.
REAL U R B A N -R U R A L  BA LA N C E  O NLY  
PO SSIBLE UNDER SO CIALISM
Food, socia lly  beneficial jobs, and rural 
restoration, are all tied together, and most of
the blame fo r the neglect of the urban and rural 
areas rests w ith those who have explo ited the 
workers and the peasants over centuries - 
solely fo r exp lo ita tion  and profit.
However, during the past several years the 
g lobal environm ental cris is has been defined 
in industria l o r rich coun try  terms - in terms of 
po llu tion. The two have become v irtua lly 
synonymous, but there is another, perhaps 
even more serious facet of the environm ental 
crisis. Eric Eckholm , in his book Losing 
G round, describes it viv id ly:
“ In the w orld war to save the habitable 
environment, even the battles to pu rify  the 
noxious clouds over Tokyo and Sao Paulo, 
and to restore life to Lake Erie, are but 
skirm ishes compared to the uncontested routs 
being suffered in the hills of Nepal and Java,
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and on the rangelands of Chad and northwest 
India. A far deadlier annual to ll, and perhaps 
an even greater threat to fu tu re  human welfare 
than tha t of the po llu tion  of ou r air and water, is 
tha t exacted by the underm in ing of the 
p roductiv ity  of the land itse lf th rough 
accelerated soil erosion, creeping deserts, 
increased flood ing , and declin ing  soil fe rtility . 
Humans are...out of desperation, ignorance, 
short-sightedness or greed, destroying the 
basis of the ir own live lihood as they violate the 
lim its of the natural system s.”
Perhaps the single most helpfu l e ffo rt in 
arresting th is de terioration and restoring the 
countryside w ould be the m ob ilisation of the 
p o p u la t io n  fo r  m ass ive  re a ffo re s ta tio n  
projects. Reafforestation serves several 
im portan t ends. It reduces runoff, reduces soil 
erosion, lessens the frequency and severity of 
flood ing , slows the s ilting  o f reservoirs and 
canals and over the longer term  provides an 
im portant source of fuel and bu ild ing 
materials. There is so much to be gained from 
a large scale reafforestation pro ject in v irtua lly  
every Th ird  W orld coun try  tha t it is d ifficu lt to 
understand why more governm ents have not 
in itiated programs fo r th is purpose.
In a num ber of countries, pa rticu la rly  in 
A frica, and to a lesser degree in Asia and Latin 
America, desert expansion poses a serious 
threat to agricu lture . R eafforestation also 
provides the poss ib ility  fo r em ploym ent fo r 
huge numbers of people, w hich is certa in ly  
socia lly beneficial, as it provides fo r fu ture 
inhabitants of the globe. Here again one has to 
po in t to C hina’s perform ance in the rather 
massive restoration of the countryside 
( p a r t ic u la r ly  r e a f fo r e s ta t io n ,  w a te r  
conservation works, and te rrac ing) in the last 
25 years, to  dem onstrate it can be done.
In our day to day preoccupation w ith 
problem s and events we tend to fo rget the 
fatefu l arithm etic of popu la tion  grow th. 
O ccasionally we need to rem ind ourselves that 
a 3 per cent annual rate of population grow th 
on a present popula tion o f 15 m illion  would 
find itself w ith 285 m illion iu s tfo u rg e n e ra tio n s  
hence. S im ilarly, Mexico w ith  60 m illion  now, 
w ill have more than 1.1 b illion  people in a 
century. This w ould  exceed the present 
population of the USSR, Ind iaand  Bangladesh 
com bined.
I raise these pro jections not because they 
must materialise, but to  emphasise the 
urgency of reducing b irth  rates where they 
remain high.
Many po litic ians, p lanners and citizens 
believe the tide from  rural to  urban cannot be 
slowed or stemmed. Often we say socialism  
w ill solve all problems. And what a sweeping 
generalisation that statem ent covers. The 
decisive and param ount consideration is what 
sort of socialism .
The usual p rio rity  fo r day to day econom ic 
considerations, not that such considerations 
are un im portant, consum e an ino rd ina te ly  
large am ount of tim e o f the th ink ing  and 
actions of most socialists. Yet in the area of 
ecology, environm ent and related issues of 
burn ing  im portance, these are relegated to the 
background. Some of the more sectarian and 
dogm atic socia lists scorn eco logy as not 
being a “class” question and of no great 
im portance in w inn ing  socialism .
It was noticeable that socialists from  the 
w orkers ’ movement, union leaders and rank 
and tile  un ion ists  were in fact at a m in im um  at 
the UN H abitat conference and Habitat Forum, 
ye t w h a t s u b je c t m ore  than  “ hum an 
settlem ent” should concern the w orkers ’ and 
socia list movements?
T h e  m a s s iv e  m o v e m e n t f ro m  th e  
countrys ide  to the cities in the last 25 years has 
been based on cond itions which do not appear 
to be sustainable in the future. Under 
socialism , correcting  th is imbalance should 
not be an im possib ility . Of course, in 
suggesting that there m ust be a checking to 
the urban bias, fo r very obvious reasons, is not 
to suggest that the c ity has to be abandoned.
The evo lu tion of cities represents an 
im portant facet of the social evo lu tion of our 
species. As Barbara Ward has pointed out so 
effective ly in The Home of Man, “ cities are an 
integral part of contem porary civ ilisa tion , both 
respositories and custodians of cu ltu re ” . Thus 
any real urban-rura l balance must be a 
socia list one.
W hile self-help, revo lu tionary actions in 
each country, must be the main strugg le  of the 
people to w in socialism  and a better life, th is 
must not be posed against an increasing need 
fo r more global considerations of human 
problems, and the the need to see these 
in ternational problem s as our problems, which 
we can do som ething about by increasing 
aw areness, im p ro v in g  c o m m u n ic a tio n s , 
raising consciousness and by co-ord ina ted  
actions of people concerned w ith reta in ing a 
habitable planet.
